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President of the Sikh Council of Australia Mr. Ajmer Singh Gill,

Mr. Bawa Singh Jagdev, Coordinator of the Sikh Council of Australia and the World Sikh Conference,

Mr. Stepan Kerkyasharian, Chairman, Community Relations Commission 

Mr. Sassoon Grigorian, Adviser to the Premier of New South Wales and representing the Premier of New South Wales,

Assistant Commissioner Garry Dobson, New South Wales Police,

Overseas and interstate delegates to the Conference,

Friends, Ladies and Gentlemen,

It is indeed a great honour to participate in the first ever World Sikh Conference in Australia.  I should congratulate the Sikh Council of Australia in making this possible.  I am also grateful to the Council for inviting me to participate in the Conference.  I would like to convey the greetings of the High Commissioner in Canberra to those participating in the Conference.  I would also like to thank the Community Relations Commission and specifically its Chairman Mr. Kerkyasherian as also the New South Wales Government for their involvement in the Conference and for their sponsorship and support.  

The programme of the Conference, which has the theme “Sikhism – The Challenges Today” is timely in that in a world where religion is seen to have created disharmony, opportunities such as the dialogue today, would focus on issues particularly facing the Sikh community in Australia and globally and also other religious members generally.  The agenda of the Conference brings the challenges facing the Sikh community on to a contemporary plane and the deliberations should be able to throw up issues facing the community into perspective.  

Today, religion has become a subject of serious debate.  The question is the very definition of what is the fundamental essence of the direction to which a believer should head towards.  Belief in one’s religious fundamentals is what makes a good human being but it is carrying this to extreme which can lead to concern.  The other topical issue relating to religion if one were to borrow the most debated phrase from Samuel Huntington of a clash of civilisation is whether we see a clash between religions or a dialogue among religions.  It should be a dialogue among the believers rather than a clash of ideas.  This has also brought to the fore misunderstandings of various religions and their practices based on misinterpretations and misperceptions.  In terms of Sikhism, this is particularly relevant post 9/11.  The recent development in France in terms of ban on religious symbols affecting the Sikhs wearing the turbans is also an issue.  Intolerance, non-recognition and respect for other religions have created more complications.  What we saw in Australia in terms of the Daily Telegraph report, mentioned by Bawa Singh Jagdev is relevant.  In those difficult days, we in the Consulate General of India had kept in touch with the Sikh community.  Whenever we became aware of instances of harassment, we took it up strongly with the Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade representatives in Sydney and also with the local authorities.  The formation of the Sikh Council at that time to channelise the problems faced by the community forced post 9/11 was significant.  Within this parameter, today’s World Sikh Conference in Sydney is timely, opportune and relevant.  

Sikhism is among the greatest religions of the world.  Its essence is belief in the goodness of mankind.  Its fundamental philosophy is based on harmony, peace, tolerance, compassion and the need for man to help fellow human beings.  Charity is a part of its creed.  The Guru ka Langar is well recognised.  This great religion preaches equality and purity of thought and purpose.  Coexistence and unity are important strands in Sikhism.   Hard work is a major precept of this religion.  Inclusiveness and not exclusivity is its hallmark.  

This month is a particularly auspicious month for not only the Sikhs but for Indians specifically and for the world community at large.  We are celebrating the 400th anniversary of the installation of the Shri Guru Granth Sahib at the Golden Temple at Amirtsar.  The Prakash Utsav spreads light, happiness and joy to all those who come within the Guru Granth Sahib’s presence.  The holy verses of the Guru Granth Sahib represent humanity’s mission and is full of humanism.  There is truth, devotion, dedication and duty with humility flowing out of these divine verses.  The essence and thoughts captured in the Guru Granth Sahib deliver the best which mankind can offer.  In these troubled times, there can be no better Guru for us.  

Representing democratic and secular India, where Sikhs are a proud, prosperous and productive members of the community, where we take pride in the fact that today we have a Sikh as the Prime Minister of India, whose population is one billion, I would like to compliment the Sikh and the Indian community in Australia on their exceptional contribution to the development of multicultural Australia.  Australian leaders have seen them as a model community worthy of emulation.  My friend Stepan Kerkyasharian has personally underlined this to me many a time.  

Before I conclude, I would like to convey my best wishes to a very meaningful deliberation during the Conference.  May I wish your Conference all success?  My greetings to all of you once again on this occasion.

Thank you.
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